Legal options for achieving public health outcomes.
To achieve desired public health outcomes, state agencies can choose among several legal mechanisms; however, no "best practice" guidelines are available to help them choose the most effective mechanism for a given situation. This article offers such guidance by comparing the relative advantages and disadvantages of laws, regulations, policies, and contracts. Factors compared include flexibility, the need for legislative involvement, the nature of the rulemaking process, enforceability, ability to reach target populations, and generalizability. Contracts, in particular, are described as an effective but underutilized mechanism for achieving successful public health outcomes.